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Introduction 
 
Timber is one of the oldest building materials used by man. According to the history of Sri Lanka 
“Lovamahapaya” which was built by King Dutugemunu in the second Century B.C., had a complete 
timber structure originally comprising nine stories, having a height of over 20 meters,. Timber which is 
used as a building material consists of several hundred different wood species, some of which are lesser 
known, but each species possesses different wood properties. People in Sri Lanka, in the past, used 
popular timber species such as Satin, Palu when this commodity was very widely and freely available. 
This situation was in existence even before colonization, at a time when Sri Lanka was well known as a 
forested island. There is no doubt that the natural forest comprising valuable timber species was one of 
the attractions led this Island to be colonized.  
 
The historical pattern of forest utilization in Sri Lanka could be classified into four stages namely:  (a) 
early exploitation stage upto 1880, (b) forest management based on timber harvesting from 1880 to mid 
1950s, (c) peak and decline of timber harvesting from mid 1950s to early 1980s, and finally (d) 
consolidation from mid-1980s.  The new order of managing the Sri Lankan forest resources for 
sustainable development would be jeopardized unless a judicious attempt is made to utilize timber 
resources in a sustainable manner. The need becomes even more important in the present scenario where 
there is a continuous increasing demand for timber resources caused by increasing population, 
industrialization and underutilization of timber. 
 
This report on timber utilization of Sri Lanka is a review of available historic and current information 
related to the timber industry and will address on following topics. 
 
1. Timber resources in Sri Lanka 
 1.1 The forest timber resources 
 1.2 Man-made forest plantations 
1.3. Non-forest timber resources 
      1.3.1. Contribution of home gardens to timber supply 
      1.3.2 Contribution of Rubber and Coconut plantations to timber supply 
2. Imported and exported timber  
3. Supply, consumption, and demand for timber and timber based products 
4. Timber industries in Sri Lanka 
5. The past and present Sri Lankan timber based enterprises 
6. Choices of timber for various purposes 
7. Timber seasoning and preservation in Sri Lanka 
8.  Some suggestions for development of timber industries in Sri Lanka    
 
Timber Resources in Sri Lanka 
 
The timber resources in Sri Lanka consist of forest timber resources and non-forest timber resources. The 
forest timber resources consist of the timber harvested from natural forests and man-made plantations. 
The non-forest timber resources consist of timber harvested from rubber and coconut plantations, and 
home gardens, etc.  
Forest Timber Resources 
 
Natural forest cover in 1999 comprised 3099 ha of Montane forest, 65792 ha of sub-montain forest, 
124340 ha of lowland rain forest, 221977 ha of Moist monsoon forest, 1027544 ha of dry monsoon forest, 
18352 ha of Dry zone riverine forest, 9530 ha of mangrove and 471583 ha of Sparse forest amounting to 
1942219 ha. The low land rain forest has an average of 205 stems/ha of at least 10cm diameter at breast 
height(dbh) containing an average of about 126m
3
/ha in trees of more than 30 cm dbh. The dry monsoon 
forest and the moist monsoon forest have an average of 123 stems/ha and 152 stems/ha; at least 10cm dbh 
trees containing an average of about 21 m
3
/ha and 39 m
3
/ha of more than 10 cm dbh respectively. Some 
of these forests may be managed to obtain timber using suitable harvesting methods after comprehensive 
study. However in 1989 a moratorium on logging of natural forests was imposed considering the need for 
conservation. Thereafter the contribution from natural forests towards the country‟s timber demand was 
legally stopped though illicit harvesting is still being carried out. With the imposition of bans on timber 
harvesting from natural forests, projections were made by various parties to the effect that there would be 
a serious timber scarcity in the coming years. This who made it important during the past 20 years to 
implement rapid reforestation programs and to change the timber utilization pattern from popular timber 
species to lesser known timber species or to use exotic timber species and imported timber. 
 
Man-Made Forest Plantations 
 
Forest plantations in Sri Lanka consist of mainly forest plantations belonging to Forest Department and 
companies under the Ministry of Plantation Industries. According to a five year forestry management plan 
prepared by the 21 companies have reported that they have total of 16463 ha of forest plantations. 
Although it is doubtful this forest land is in full stock or managed properly, it will make a significant 
contribution to cater to national timber demand by providing fuel wood, Eucalyptus electrical 
transmission poles and railway sleepers, sawn timber, etc. From the recent past, several private companies 
have started Teak and Mahogany reforestation programs attracting the public to invest in their business 
from an initial stage. The profit from the investments of projects is calculated based on prediction of high 
growth rate of tree and future timber prices. It is known that short rotation plantations produce low quality 
timber which cannot be marketed at a good price. Hence, as far as timber utilization is concerned it is 
very important to produce not only a large volume but also quality timber. However private sector 
participation in reforestation may have a positive impact on Sri Lanka‟s forestry sector development.      
 
The total forest plantation under the Forest Department is given in Table 1. The yield of forest plantation 
varies with site condition, seed stock and management. The expected yield from teak plantations have not 
been achieved at the end of the rotation according to yield tables. Table 2 shows the volume harvested by 
the State Timber Corporation (STC) from forest plantations of the Forest Department (FD) in the last 3 
years. 
 
Table 1: Total forest plantations under Forest Department in 2007 
 
Name of tree species  Hectares Name of tree species  Hectares 
 
1.Teak 
2.Upcountry Eucalyptus 
3.Dry zone Eucalyptus 
4.Pine 
5.Mahogany 
6.Acacia 
7.Albizia 
30,277 
9,338 
15,008 
17,240 
5,325 
8,830 
405 
8.  Kohomba 
9.  Alstonia  
10.  Kaya 
11.Jak 
12.Hora 
13.Indigenous 
 
1,040 
390 
293 
90 
72 
7,942 
   Total   96,250 
 
 
Table 2: Timber harvested by STC from FD plantations 
 
 2005 2006 2007    
 
Name of  
species 
Harvested 
area(ha) 
Harvested 
volume 
(m
3
) 
Harvested 
area(ha) 
Harvested 
volume 
(m
3
) 
Harvested 
area(ha) 
Harvested 
volume 
(m
3
) 
Average 
volume 
m
3
/ha 
 
Teak 745.8 30396.0 727.0 30219.0 576.5 37257.0   47.7  
Pinus spp 110.0 42337.0 129.9 43494.0 194.9 52583.0 318.0 
Eucalyptus 
spp 
116.6 27410.0 200.6 30668.0 102.6 22720.0 192.5 
Mahogany 296.0   3068.0 189.3   2488.0 169.8   3230.0   13.0 
 
According to Forestry Sector Master Plan (FSMP-1994) a supply 345000 m
3
 of industrial timber from 
forest plantation in 2007 has been protected (Table 8). However, present timber supply from forest 
plantation is well below the FSMP projected figures. Apart from this, the timber produced from forest 
plantations is inadequate compared with the country‟s timber demand for various sizes and uses. Eg: there 
is a scarcity of long length construction timber in Sri Lanka. At present construction timber produced by 
up country Eucalyptus grandis and Eucalyptus microcoris are not adequate because a major portion of 
volume (10000m
3
) is being used to manufacture railway sleepers. Teak and Mahogany are preferably 
used for furniture, joinery, decorative and parquet industries as super luxury and luxury timber 
respectively. During the last three years, a large quantity of pine timber has been extracted from the 
Forest Department plantations which are more susceptible to mould and stain attack. Hence appropriate 
antisap stain treatments should be included. Use of pine sawn timber has not popular due to drying of this 
timber and the preservation process needed. Pine poles are now being used after creosote treatment for 
electrical transmission poles. 
 
Non-Forest Timber Resources 
 
Even though natural forests and forest plantations have the potential to supply the country‟s total timber 
demand, most of this is either inaccessible or in protected areas where felling is banned. At present, 
around 70% of the industrial timber has to be supplied from home gardens, rubber and coconut 
plantations, and trees planted along farm boundaries, on roadsides and in urban areas. 
 
Contribution of Home Gardens to Timber Supply 
 
The extent of home gardens in Sri Lanka in 1983 was 781000 ha compared to 858500ha in 1993. There 
are more than 400 woody species planted and naturally regenerated in home gardens. Average tree 
density of home gardens in the dry zone and wet zones has been recorded at 125 trees per hectare and 260 
trees per hectare respectively. Three main multi-purpose tree species namely coconut, jak and mango 
would produce 38 percent of the total timber volume produced in home gardens. Five exotic timber 
species namely mahogany, Alstonia, Albizzia, Eucalyptus and Teak contribute 30 percent of the total 
timber volume produced in home gardens. Home gardens contribute 40 percent of Sri Lankan timber 
demand but the major portion of timber produced from home gardens is less durable and of low quality 
which cannot be used for structural purposes in construction industries. Home gardens will produce an 
average of about 0.95 m
3
 of saw logs and 0.5 m
3
 of poles per hectares per year. 
 
The most common and valuable timber species grown in home gardens according to a study made by 
K.P.Ariyadasa (2002), Conservator of Forests, are listed in table 3. Average log price, wood density, uses 
of timber of most common timber species found in home gardens are also given in Table 3. The log price 
varies with mid girth of log and log grading. 
 
 
Table 3: Most common and valuable timber species found in home gardens 
 
Species name Total no. 
of trees 
Density of 
timber at 
20% 
m.c.(kg/m
3
) 
Timber 
class                  
of STC 
Uses of timber  
(see the notes)  
STC Log 
price: 
Rs/m
3
 in 
2008 (mid 
girth 1 m) 
 
Local Botanical 
Coconut Cocos 
nucifera 
38616649 560-800 Class II 2, 13,    8800.00 
Rubber Hevea 
brasiliensis 
17101488 640-720 Class 
III 
9,10,13    4200.00 
Jak Artocarpus 
heterophyllus 
10437142 640 Luxury 1,2,3,5,6,7,8,9,13, 29 520.00 
Mahogany Swietenia 
macrophylla 
6410248 560-640 Luxury 7,8,9,10,11,13,14 
 
20 250.00 
Alstonia Alstonia 
macrophylla 
5968286 640 Class II 4,5,9,15  10 200.00 
Mango Mangifera 
indica 
5607688 480-560 Class 
III 
10,16   4 200.00 
Albizzia Albizia 
molucana 
5607581 400-500 Class 
111 L 
16    4000.00 
 
Eucalyptus  Eucalyptus 
spp 
4061191 E.microcori
s 
(800) 
Special 
class 
1,2,3,4,5,7,9,11,15  26000.00 
E.grandis(5
0) 
Class 
11 
2,3,4,5,13,14,15  11800.00 
Teak Tectona 
grandis 
3293609 720 Super 
luxury 
2,3,5,7,8,9,10,11,1
3,14,15 
 43000.00 
Margosa Azadirachta 
indica 
3044932 720 Special 
upper 
2,3,4,5,7,8,9,13,14,
15 
27 500.00 
Lunumidell
a 
Melia dubia 2349245 400 Class 
III 
10,14(a)    4200.00 
Satin Chloroxylon 
swietenia 
1489903 960-1040 Luxury 1,7,8,9,13,14  43000.00 
Sabukku Grevillea 
robusta 
1460721 560 Class II 4,5,7,9,13,14,16    4200.00 
Halmilla Berrya 
cordifolia 
1185466 800-880 Luxury 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,9,10, 
11,13,14 
29 500.00 
Toona Toona 
sinensis 
1023771 560 Class II 13,14(a),16    8600.00 
Hora Dipterocarpus 
zeylanicus 
865437 800-960 Class I 1,2,3,4,5,7,9, 15 100.00 
Milla Vitex 
altissima 
774419 880-960 Luxury 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,9,11, 
12,14 
27 000.00 
Kumbuk Terminalia 
arjuna 
686953 720-800 Special 
class 
1,2,3,4,5,6,7,9,11,1
2 
13,14 
 27600.00 
Welang Pterospermu
m canescens 
564431 640 Special 
upper 
4,5,7,8,9,10,12,14 27 500.00 
Kolon Adina 
cordifolia 
548464 720 Special 
upper 
2,4,5,7,8,9,13,14 27 500.00 
 
Suriyamara Albizzia 
odoratissima 
509591 800-880 Special 
upper  
1,2,3,5,7,8,9,11,13,
14 
27 500.00 
Nedun Pericopsis 
mooniana 
473408 800 Super 
luxury 
13,14, 42 400.00 
Ginisapu Michelia 
champaca 
415273 560-640 Class 
11 
4,5,6,7,8,9  14200.00 
 
Notes:  (1)Beams, (2)Rafters, Purling, Ridges, Hips , (3)Ceiling joints, Wall plates , (4) Reapers, (5) Ceiling spacers 
, (6) Fascia Boards , (7) Door and window frames , (8) Door and window sashes, (9)Partition frames , (10) Ceiling 
Board (11) Floor Board , (12) Weather Board, (13) Furniture , (14) Paneling (14a) Decorative work, (15) 
Transmission pole (16) packing cases 
 
Contribution of Rubber and Coconut Plantations to Timber Supply 
 
There are two sectors in the Sri Lankan rubber wood plantation: the estate rubber plantation sector which 
represents 66076 ha of more than 20 hectares of plantation and small holding rubber plantations which 
represent 48655 ha of less than 20 hectares of plantation. There are 16 estates in Sri Lanka representing 
58 percent of total (114,713 hectares) of rubber plantations (DCS 2002). Rubber plantations produce an 
average of about 0.24 m
3
 of peeler logs and 65 m
3
 of sawn logs for every hectare felled at the end of a 25 
year economic lifespan. It can be projected that rubber plantations have supplied approximately 266000 
m
3
 of sawn logs in 2007. Rubber wood is moderately hard and heavy with a density of 640 to 720 kg/ m
3
 
at 20% moisture content. Rubber timber has higher shear value. The timber is suitable for furniture being 
reasonably hard-wearing and attractive in appearance apart from an occasional unsightly black stain. 
 
There are 394800 ha of coconut plantations in Sri Lanka (Census of Agriculture 2002) which produces an 
average of about 49.4 m
3
 of sawn logs for every hectare felled at the age of at least 50 years.  It can be 
projected that coconut plantations have supplied approximately 210000 m
3
 of sawn logs in 2007. It is 
possible to obtain 0.5 to 0.6 m
3
/ tree out of which an estimated average sawn timber yield per tree would 
be 0.2-0.23 m
3
. The density of coconut stem varies from 900 kg/ m
3
 (outer wood near base) to 150 kg/m
3
 
(center wood near top). Drying times required are one month for 25 mm thick timber. Treatment with 
boron by diffusion is possible for coconut wood. High density wood is extremely strong and can be used 
as structural material like roof rafters and paneling. High density wood will give a good finish but 
furniture constructed tends to be very heavy. 
 
Imported and Exported Timber  
 
In any discussion on timber utilization in Sri Lanka it is very important to study the import and export of 
timber and timber based products. The reason is that it gives a good picture of the timber industry in Sri 
Lanka and the requirements of consumers. In 1993, 29000 m
3
 of timber was imported to Sri Lanka and 
represented 5% of total sawn timber demand at that time. According to international Harmonized Serial 
(H.S) code under section ix, chapter 44, wood and articles of wood; wood charcoal, Sri Lanka has 
imported and exported timber or timber based products as mentioned in table 4. 
 
Table 4:  Quantity and value of imported and exported wood based products in 2007 
 
 Imported timber product in 
2007 
Exported timber product 
in   2007 
 
HS Code and description    Quantity 
(kg) 
CIF value 
(Rs) 
Quantity  
(Kg) 
FOB value 
(Rs) 
 
44.01 Eg: Fuel wood, saw dust, pellets or   
          similar form 
4242 94551 3,616,538 101,706,388 
